BUSINESS & PROFESSIONAL ETHICS JOURNAL, VOL. 22, NO. 3 Figures of Evil in the Business World Daryl Koehn When you ask people "What is evil?", their responses are striking in several respects. They tend to name individuals, singling out certain people as evil?e.g., Adolf Hitler, Saddam Hussein, or Joseph Stalin. They typically view evil as inhering in people or in quasi-personal agents (e.g., devils or vampires), not in animals or natural forces. Respondents never describe themselves as evil or as in any way complicitous in evil deeds. A recent poll of Americans who regularly attend church estimated that only three percent believe that they are the ones who might go to hell.1 And they perceive evil as an active, creative, and even autonomous force at work in the world.
This last response suggests that perhaps the popular imagination knows something that ethical theorists do not. Ethicists who study busi nesses and organizations typically attribute malevolence and cruelty on the part of businesspeople to either a failure of moral reasoning or to a complete lack of empathie imagination. Some ethical lapses do appear to be the result of individuals' failure to think; they operate on a kind of moral autopilot, following a script they have never thought to question. The pilots who, during the 1950s, routinely dumped fuel into the ocean prior to landing did not set out to harm the environment. They were simply following the landing procedures they had been taught by those pilots who were their teachers.
If evil is identical with mindlessness, then the best way to combat it is to instill habits of mindfulness. Those of us who teach ethics try to do so by asking our students to consider cases with a view to determining where and why people went wrong. We look for revealing patterns and causes. We argue that mindlessness results when employees or managers are so stressed that they do not have time to ponder their acts, when they focus only on the bottom line or when they adopt a short-term perspective. Individuals unwittingly mislead themselves when they use bad metaphors to character ize their activities, referring to business as a "game" or to students as "customers." We act mindlessly if and when we get so caught up in making money that we fail to ask ourselves what money means to us. Since money is the bearer of our psychic desires, we easily become unthinking, uncaring slaves to money and to our desires if we never stop to examine the role money is playing in our lives. But is evil the same as mindlessness? This paper explores the possibility that evil sometimes assumes a more active and creative form. In particular, evil often appears to be identical with imaginative figurings that have the effect of (1) absolving the imagining agent of any responsibility;
(2) preventing this agent from engaging in self-scrutiny; and (3) reinforcing the agent's view that he or she is acting ethically and, therefore, does not need to change his or her behavior. In the long run, these three effects will work to render the individual mindless. However, such mindlessness is better understood as the result of evil, rather than as identical with it. This paper explores the possibility that evil is imaginative figuring that has the three effects just listed.
A Few General Remarks about Evil
Evil is often conflated with harm, yet it cannot be identical with harm or damage. A tornado may destroy a barn, but the barn did not suffer evil. Even if the tornado kills a farmer in the barn, we do not think the farmer was the victim of evil. He had the bad luck to suffer an accident resulting from a destructive natural force. Natural forces that produce destruction and death are not evil. If they were, we would have to say that the whole of nature "bloody in tooth and claw" is evil.
We reserve the concept of doing evil for human or quasi-human acts, intentions, or modes of thinking and imagining. A dog, cat, or horse can be bad; and an animal may be the victim of evil (e.g., animals tortured by human beings), but only human acts appear to fall under the rubric "evil."
Thus, while evil may be harmful to the self or to others, it is not identical with harm or damage.
Should we, then, define evil as harm produced by malicious people?
This definition has the merit of associating the doing of evil specifically According to these thinkers, the only real harm or evil we can suffer is the damage we inflict upon our own souls by doing bad deeds. Suffering an injustice may not be pleasant, but it does not rot our being in the way that plotting and executing an injustice does. Still, we must be wary of too quickly identifying evil with intent to harm. Individuals may be swept up in mass hysteria. When members of a community seize upon a scapegoat, they usually intend to rid themselves of a curse or disease. They do not deliberately plan to hurt the singled-out party. There is no sadism or malice involved. Ideologues who persecute their fellow citizens tell themselves that they are doing so for a good cause.
They think that they are creating a better, more just society and assisting those with false consciousness to rectify themselves. These ideological soldiers may endure many setbacks and much pain and may reap little in the way of material rewards or honor. They see their "virtue" as being its own reward. In these types of cases, evil seems to be at work, but it is a stretch to impute a sadistic or malicious intent to do evil to the hysterical or ideological individual.
A in itself, regardless of whether her fantasies come to fruition. These fantasies might even lead to beneficial outcomes (e.g., the vengeful em ployee may work especially hard to show up and, thereby get revenge on, his or her supervisor) and still be evil, a point consistent with the last definition I offered in the previous section.5
My interest here is the image or figuring entertained by the wrongdoer. Studies of revenge provide insight into this figuring. The figuring may be quite rich, reflecting a fair amount of attention and concern:
Vengeful individuals may contemplate how they would like another to suffer or be ridiculed, and part of the exercise involves representing not just how the victim will look, but what the victim will feel, when he or she experiences the revenge.
Planned, deliberate cruelty can be just as demanding on a person's emotional, cognitive, and imaginative powers as virtue.6
As I have argued elsewhere, even the vicious may exhibit a great deal of empathy.7 Vengeful employees are no exception. They may be able to enter into the feelings of their planned victims quite well. They certainly can imaginatively project harms and benefits likely to result from their revenge. If we characterize the morally good imagination as "an ability to imaginatively discern various possibilities within a given situation and to envision the potential help and harm that are likely to result from a given action," then the vengeful do not differ that much from the virtuous. 8 We must say more about the content or form of the evil imagination if we are to distinguish it from ethically good imagination. What, if
anything, is special about evil images of the vengeful? These images represent the avengers as afflicting their victims, making these parties suffer even unto death. Yet Dietrich Bonhoeffer and the others who plotted the assassination of Hitler necessarily imagined Hitler's death. They would not have been able to plan an assassination without doing so, but most people would hesitate to condemn these would-be assassins as evil. Prosecutors who seek the death penalty similarly imagine the demise of the people they seek to convict for having committed capital crimes. While the death penalty may itself be evil, the fact that there is such a division of opinion on the morality of the death penalty should make us think twice before ac cusing prosecutors of exercising an evil imagination. Does, then, the difference between the ethically good and the evil imagination lie in the imaginer's attitude toward the suffering of fellow human beings? There is no evidence that Bonhoeffer and his co-conspira tors gleefully or joyfully planned Hitler's assassination. The planning was sober and gut-wrenching. Vengeful people, by contrast, take delight in the thought of their victims' suffering and in the plotting of their revenge. In this respect, the avenger differs from the thoughtful state prosecutor.
Prosecutors may seek the death penalty because the law obliges them to do so. Their office or role mandates that they undertake this course of action.
In some cases, prosecutors may be personally opposed to capital punishment yet nonetheless seek it with a burdened heart. Those employees who seek revenge and take the law into their own hands are not, however, acting in accordance with a role-based duty. Making another suffer does not burden but rather gladdens the heart of the avenging individual.
Moreover, Bonhoeffer acted to secure justice. Hitler and the Germans he commanded were killing millions of innocent people. Assassinating
Hitler may well have seemed the only way to stop?or, at least, slow?the murderous German juggernaut. Bonhoeffer and his associates considered other courses. Contrast this thoughtfulness with the mindset of those who seek revenge. Revenge-seeking employees dwell on some perceived slight by a manager or co-worker. Studies have shown that violent workers often exhibit "a disgruntled attitude regarding perceived injustices in the workplace."9 The thought of the insult and injustice gnaws at the person. The obsessive return to the supposed harm increases the sense of being wronged.10 Unlike Bonhoeffer and his associates, vengeful individuals do not explore alternative ways of addressing their grievance. Unlike state prosecutors and district attorneys, they do not struggle to characterize the precise nature of an injury, the circumstances surrounding the crime, and the penalty appropriate for those convicted of this type of injury. Desiring revenge, they return again and again to the magnitude of the harm they supposedly suffered; their sense that they have suffered a great injustice becomes the locus of their attention. They proceed purely subjectively, emotionally and in an obsessively compulsive fashion, identifying themselves with the retaliation they plot. As one of Shakespeare's char acters puts it, "I am revenge."
Vengeful employees are not interested in exploring how to rectify any perceived injustice. They simply want to "get even," a formulation which reveals the dynamics at work. Because the aggrieved, embittered person's imagination keeps inflating the perceived injustice, there is no way to objec tively assess the magnitude of the injustice and the type of response that would be commensurate or "even" with the magnitude. The vengeful person simply uses the mantra of "getting even" as a way of avoiding having to stop and carefully specify the exact nature of the injury or the precise character of an appropriate remedy for the supposed wrong.
To paraphrase Bishop Desmond Tutu: vengeful employees do not have the courage of their convictions but rather they possess the conviction of their pumped-up, overwrought courage. Aristotle observes that we commit those wrongs that are suited to our character:
The ambitious man does wrong for sake of honor, the quick tempered from anger, the lover of victory for the sake of victory...the stupid man because he has misguided notions of right and wrong, the shameless man because he does not mind what people think of him.
It is the "embittered man" who wrongs "for the sake of revenge."11 While embittered individuals may not consciously desire to be wronged, they often are on the lookout for a perceived insult. Venting their spleen gives them pleasure. Our habits shape our character in such a way that we take pleasure in some things and pain in others. Revenge originates in anger at a perceived insult, and embittered individuals who are angry at the world find revenge pleasant. If they fail to get their revenge, they are pained. 12 As the injury becomes ever greater in the mind of the revenge-seeker, the target of the revenge appears "hostile, malevolent, or sinister."13 It is not merely that the co-worker or manager did evil. The targeted individual is seen as being evil. Vengeful persons do not stop at hating the sin; they hate the sinner as well. As Seabright and Schminke insightfully note, this We feel slights because we esteem ourselves and our loved ones. To provoke revenge, an insult need not be "conspicuous" to others. It is sufficient if we perceive the insult. Yet pride is tricky. If we are prickly, we will discern insults when none is intended. Indeed, an obsession with our honor easily translates into a hypersensitivity or a morbid obsession with our status or reputation. It does not take much to set off a prickly person.
In addition, the vengeful person's imagination creates an excuse for his or her retaliation. The vengeful imagine themselves to be agents of justice who are entitled to exact punishment for the injury they believe they have suffered. Creatively casting themselves as heroes in their private psycho dramas, they feel especially justified in exacting revenge because society sanctions punishment of wrongdoers.
It is true that we collectively recognize the need for and desirability of retributive justice and of punish ment. Society, though, has not authorized vengeful persons to be agents of justice. Avengers grant themselves this prerogative and confuse revenge with punishment in the process. Punishment is done for the sake of the party punished. We correct the child so that the child will acquire those habits conducive to a good and satisfying life. The parent takes no joy in punishing the child. Indeed, the father or mother may find it painful to punish. Still, parents do so because they know that the child benefits. Those who enact revenge do not have the good of their victims in mind.
They care only for themselves, seeking to discharge their bitterness and to gain the pleasure that arises when their anger attains its goal of making another person suffer. Such anger is sweeter "by far than the honeycomb dripping with its sweetness, and spreads through the hearts of men."18 Here we encounter something of a paradox: although avenging parties care only about their pleasure and, in this respect, are thoroughly selfish, their anger can be so all consuming?it can spread through their hearts? that they lose themselves in the pleasure of the vengeful moment. This loss of self helps to account for why workplace violence so often results in several deaths and usually involves a gun.19 It is easier to shoot than to stab people. Guns enable vengeful employees to indulge the delight they feel in venting their anger. Workers angry with their supervisors or co-workers will shoot indiscriminately. If revenge were identical with just punishment, the action would be more targeted. We do not intentionally or knowingly punish the innocent but only those who have committed some wrong.
Vengeful parties simply use an alleged wrong as a pretext for distancing themselves from their victims and for giving themselves a license to kill.
The revenge is so sweet that workplace killers frequently will kill them selves rather than be apprehended. They cannot bear to have anyone put a stop to their pleasure, so they kill themselves instead of facing a trial and incarceration.
The Expert
The business world is now full of experts. We have time and motion study experts, leadership experts, human relations experts, systems experts.
Although these experts are accorded a great deal of respect, I would suggest that the way in which experts construe themselves is ethically problematic. repeatedly produce the outcome they prefer. That is why the term "expert" was first applied to marksmen who could successfully and repeatedly hit whatever target the marksman chose.21
Acquiring technical knowledge or expertise typically takes years of study and practice. Although experts may not earn much money, they expect to be respected and honored for their wealth of knowledge. As a result, they typically are very resistant to the idea of peer review. Experts contend that, when it comes to assessing the technical competence of a doctor or lawyer, their peers are the best judges. Only those who know the symptoms of diabetes will be able to say whether a doctor incompetently gave a clean bill of health to a patient who subsequently turned out to be diabetic. Only a lawyer who knows the resources available to attorneys will be able to assess whether a fellow practitioner negligently failed to use these resources on behalf of a client. Practices, though, have dimensions that go beyond the merely technical. Surely when it comes to evaluating these less technical matters, laypeople would make fine judges. So why then are experts so loath to allow laypeople on review boards?
Experts can and do use peer review as a way to avoid accountability for their action. Members of the good old boy (or good old girl) network may be reluctant to find against a peer. Who knows when the tables will turn and they will be at the mercy of the one they are now judging? Peers refuse to testify against each other in court or to break the code of silence to share with the injured patient what was said during the peer review of the incident.
Experts' focus on ends they give themselves can lead them to think that the end justifies the means. They tell themselves that their goal is noble or worthy and then use this nobility as a reason not to think overly much about the means they choose to employ. If it is good to save a life, then what harm is there in harvesting cells from aborted fetuses to use to benefit a dying patient? The expert often minimizes any harms arising from the choice of the means?e.g., the fetuses were dead anyway, so why not put their cells to good use? Sometimes experts will acknowledge harms, but they counter these harms by offering cost-benefit analyses. These analyses frequently are weighted in favor of those means necessary to attain the end, which the expert takes to be good beyond question. Notice, too, how the expert model of leadership completely insulates the leader from criticism. For many years, leaders were thought of as visionaries who single-handedly hit upon ends and the best way to achieve these goals. It was not until relatively recently that leadership gurus realized that there were no leaders if there were no followers. The advent of the "servant leader" model, which suggested that the true leader must serve his or her followers, was considered a major breakthrough for leadership studies.24 It is telling, but not surprising, that for years leadership experts never bothered to examine the conditions under which people would follow another's direction. The experts' focus is always on their goal and their ability to attain this goal. Little attention is paid to what other people con tribute to an endeavor.
Leadership studies remain weak because the discipline fails to closely examine the conditions under which followers are loyal to leaders. A leader is not necessarily good just because he or she has followers. Surely we would want to consider when thoughtful people choose to be guided by a leader. Masses could follow a pied piper to their death, but it would not follow that the pied piper is a "good" leader. This sort of issue does not get raised by those experts who have endorsed (explicitly or implicitly) an expertise model for leadership, because their focus is not on the nature and meaning of the goal or end of governing but rather on ways to efficiently achieve whatever end the leader happens to select:
Managers themselves and most writers about management con ceive of themselves as morally neutral characters whose skills enable them to devise the most efficient means of achieving whatever end is proposed. Whether a given manager is effective or not is on the dominant view a quite different question from that of the morality of the ends, which his effectiveness serves or fails to serve. 25 
Management
theorists have looked at the methods employed by leaders. People can be led in a variety of ways?through persuasion, force, coercion, empowerment, or by means of example. Leadership experts?and this category includes those executives who fancy themselves good leaders?equate ethical leadership with use of the right means of guidance. Yet surely whether leadership truly is good depends on where we are being led.26 Experts' reluctance to look at the end is a direct consequence of the way in which they figure or imagine the role of the expert?the expert does not discover a naturally good end but rather posits a goal he or she finds worthwhile pursuing.
My quarrel is not with the experts' claim that some methods of exer cising influence are better than others. I readily concede that leading through persuasion is objectively better than controlling people by means of force. What I do not concede is the expert leaders' and leadership experts' claim that a leader is "good" as long as he or she refrains from coercing followers and uses techniques of persuasion and empowerment.
Are leaders "good" even if they persuade their followers to adopt a course of action that is unjust, criminal or deadly? For experts, the exact character of the destination is irrelevant. All that matters is that the goals and means are "autonomously chosen." Expert leaders and leadership experts never
bother to ask what the good is and whether the leader loves the good.27
Since, by definition, "expert" doctors, lawyers or business leaders cre ate ends or goals, they inevitably fail to see that these ends exist in a hier archy. Technical knowledge and an obsession with information supplant wisdom. Wisdom begins in the understanding that there is what Gabriel
Marcel terms "a hierarchy of ways of living." In this hierarchy, some satisfactions are "higher" and more genuine than others.28 Belief in and understanding of this hierarchy enables us to order our desires and wants. We can take the measure of what is most worthy of being pursued and then act with moderation to realize this goal. With the rise of expertise, excess displaces moderation. For experts, their self-selected goals are the most important; they will pursue these goals with a vengeance.
It is not uncommon to hear lawyers claim that they will be "immoderate in their zeal" to exonerate their clients or doctors proclaim that "everything possible" must be done to save their patients. No wonder that many people in society think attorneys are shady characters and that patients flock to hospices in order to avoid end-of-life treatments more akin to torture than to therapy! "The moment an excess ... is regarded as a good, we are outside wisdom properly so called" because "ne quid nimis" ("nothing too The massive "layoffs" ofthe 1980s were the result of "re-engineering,"
another instrumentalizing word designed to disguise the fact that employees were losing their jobs. In order to avoid responsibility, executives adopt language that minimizes the extent of their responsibility. The "firm" initi ates layoffs, and the "firm" takes action to improve the bottom line. Some times this tendency of management to separate itself and corporate employ ees from the firm become so extreme as to be comical.
A recent winning entry for the Dilbert award came from Microsoft.
Microsoft executives declared that "as of tomorrow, employees will be able to access the building using individual security card. Pictures will be taken next Wednesday and employees will receive their cards in two weeks."33
This mindlessness results from reforming managers divorcing the "corpora tion" from the people who constitute the corporation. To put the point differently: the executives have put doctrine (in this case, the reform plan and new rules) above people. The elevation of doctrine above individuals is, along with milieu control and the loading of language, one of the documented techniques used by brainwashers.34
Firing people or initiating change is not an evil act. Sometimes exec utives may have to fire employees as part of corporate reorganizations needed to preserve the firm as a viable enterprise; some changes are for the better. The evil lies rather in the reformers' dissembling, which works to help them evade responsibility and to prevent employees and outsiders from asking tough questions about the reformers' actions. The reformers may not intend to dissemble; they may not even do so consciously. Nevertheless, their mind-set operates in a manner that may be deemed "evil" because it does not conduce to human thriving.
Reformers demand that employees "get with the program" and "get totally behind management."
The incoming executive wants complete "alignment." This type of talk should raise a red flag. Groupthink is a perfect case of complete "alignment," which leads to problems because it is not a form of thinking at all. It is mindlessness masquerading as consensus.
In addition, as Gabriel Marcel astutely notes, all talk about "commitment"
to a cause should be viewed with suspicion. When reformers command em ployees to create a new corporate order, they substitute the creation of values for recognition of objective goods. Such a move dislodges wisdom and intellectual piety, which always respects the past as a source of learning, in favor of innovation.35 Reformers see no need to learn from their pred ecessors because they are certain that the latter did not know how to manage a corporation. If an employee dares to raise a question or to suggest that a proposed reform may be problematic, he or she is demonized for failing to be a "team player" (i.e., "an aligned employee").
Conclusion
What, then, if anything do these three corporate types have in common that would justify us in calling the type, or the actions of someone of this type, "evil"? Since every individual is always more than a type, or even an array of types, we should be wary of calling any particular person "evil." These types, though, do share numerous troublesome traits. These traits include: the substitution of a subjective object of desire for an objective good and the use of strategies?distancing, dehumanizing, dissembling?that make it easier to realize this desire. The strategies function to undermine any disa greement by refusing to grant objectors a hearing. We are told that "A layperson is too ignorant to understand what an expert does" or "My co worker who has betrayed me is an animal and thus can have nothing to say to me." These strategies function to silence opposition by preventing
observers from discerning what is going on?e.g., "we are not firing anyone; we are simply rightsizing the firm." In all of these cases, the strategies serve to absolve the agent from any responsibility for his or her actions and to prevent the agent from engaging in self-scrutiny. Using these strategies, agents cast themselves as ethical heroes who have no need for introspection because their actions are unquestionably noble or just.
These shared traits or behaviors are evil not because those who employ them intend harm. Nor are they evil because they produce harm. We can imagine a case in which we see through executives' linguistic dissembling and successfully intervene to prevent harm from occurring. The above trait behaviors are evil because they displace the quest for wisdom from the center of our lives. Instead of seeking the truth and the good, we strive to satisfy whatever desire happens to strike us as attractive at the time, and we take steps to keep anyone else from interfering with our strivings. Octavio Paz is correct: "Neither stars nor atoms, nor plants nor animals know evil.
The universe is innocent, even when it sinks a continent or explodes a galaxy Evil is human, exclusively human."36
